a8 A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
Toulon miscarried completely, and a rash incursion into Spain
from Valencia led to a severe defeat at Alrnanza, where the
gallant conduct of the British contingent could not avail to
counterbalance the timorousness or treachery of the Portuguese.
In 1708, therefore, it seemed to the French Government,
who had assembled on the Netherlands frontier a strong army
.of 100,000 men under Burgundy and Vendome as joint com-
manders, that a more enterprising policy might be possible.
French gold undermined the loyalty of the authorities of Ghent
and Bruges, and when Burgundy and Vendome, leaving their
position  about  Mons   and marching northwards, appeared
before the gates of these cities, they were at once opened to
receive them.   Maryborough,  calling up  Eugene  from  the
Meuse and marching Westward, struck at his adversaries5 line
of retreat by the valley of the Scheldt, and, seizing the crossings
of that river before they could double back to save them,
brought them to battle at Oudenarde.   This, the most skilfully "
conducted of all Marlborough's tactical triumphs, will be
described in detail later in this chapter ; it is sufficient to say
here that the defeated French were forced to seek refuge
behind the Ghent-Bruges canal and for the time being put
entirely out of action.   The way lay open before the Allies to
the heart of France, and the Duke was only too anxious to
utilise the opportunity thus offered for a decisive advance direct
on Paris.   But the scheme was too bold and unprecedented
even for Eugene, and it was finally agreed that the latter should
undertake the siege of Lille while Marlborough covered him
against interference either from the beaten French army of the
north or from Berwick, who had hurried up from the Rhine to
its rescue.   All the repeated and ingenious French efforts to raise
the investment were foiled by the cool adroitness of Marl-
borough.   An attack on a large convoy coming from Ostend,
where the English had opened a second base of operations, was
beaten off at Wynendael; a raid on Brussels by way of diversion
was also satisfactorily dealt with ; and after a siege of two
months the city of Lille was surrendered, the garrison retiring
to the citadel.   Seven weeks later this last stronghold was
likewise reduced, and the campaign was ended triumphantly by
the recapture of Ghent and Bruges.   The Allied victories in
the north were fittingly complemented in the Mediterranean
by the^ capture of Sardinia and Minorca by a combined naval
and military force.
Indeed so evil was the case of France at the end of this year
that the proud Louis XIV, so far humbled himself as to sue
for peace. The negotiations, however, broke down over the
exorbitant demands of the Allies ; the French King appealed